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In early February, the UN International Court of Justice (ICJ), also known as the World Court,
ordered US authorities to postpone the execution of three Mexican citizens on death row. The court,
based at The Hague in the Netherlands, issued the ruling in response to a Mexican complaint that
the US had violated the rights of 51 Mexican citizens facing the death penalty by not allowing them
proper legal representation. The ruling by the 15-member ICJ affects only three Mexican citizens
on death row, but the justices reserved the right to issue rulings on all remaining cases. These cases
were selected because the three "are at risk of execution in the coming months or possibly even
weeks," the ICJ said.
Mexico originally sought new trials for all 54 of its citizens on death row in the US, but three
Mexican nationals were among those whose sentences were commuted by outgoing Illinois Gov.
George Ryan in January. In presenting their case before the ICJ, Mexican officials said the US
failed to follow the 1963 Vienna Convention on Consular Relations by appointing public defenders,
who spoke little or no Spanish, to the cases of the 54 Mexicans, instead of arranging with Mexican
Consulates to find representation for the accused. "[The lack of proper representation] represents
the difference between life and death," said Juan Manuel Gomez Robledo, a legal expert at the
Secretaria de Relaciones Exteriores (SRE).
Two Mexican citizens affected by the ruling are Cesar Fierro Reyna and Roberto Moreno Ramos,
both on death row in Texas. The other is Osvaldo Torres Aguilera, who has been sentenced to
death in Oklahoma. The remaining Mexican citizens are being held in prisons in California, Texas,
Arizona, Arkansas, Florida, Nevada, Ohio, Oklahoma, and Oregon.
In their arguments against the Mexican motion, US lawyers contended that the Vicente Fox
administration failed to present conclusive proof that its rights under the Vienna Convention were
violated. A US government lawyer also noted 100,000 Mexican nationals are in US prisons, so sheer
numbers create difficulties in complying with the Vienna Convention.
Furthermore, US lawyers said, Mexico had failed to present a compelling case for an emergency
injunction. Such an injunction would interfere with the sovereign right of the US to administer its
criminal justice system and would mark an unwarranted intrusion by the court into US affairs.

Texas governor dismisses ruling
Mexican diplomats and human rights advocates said the ICJ ruling was a "moral victory" for Mexico
and for opponents of capital punishment, but there was no way to enforce the decree. "The decision
is welcome, certainly. It is in line with what we asked for and it certainly reinforces international
law," said Santiago Onate, Mexico's ambassador to the Netherlands.
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The ICJ has no capabilities to enforce its rulings, as evidenced by a 1999 case in which the court
failed to convince Arizona authorities to delay execution of a German citizen on death row. Texas
Gov. Rick Perry's administration has already suggested that the ruling could be defied in the
cases of Fierro Reyna, Moreno Ramos, and others. "According to our reading of the law and the
treaty, there is no authority for the federal government or this World Court to prohibit Texas from
exercising the laws passed by our legislature," said Perry's spokesman Gene Acuna.
Texas leads the US in capital-punishment cases, having executing 295 inmates since the death
sentence was reinstated in 1982. One of those inmates was Mexican national Javier Suarez Medina,
executed in August 2002 despite pleas for clemency by President Fox, UN human rights official Mary
Robinson, and representatives of the European Union (EU) and several human rights groups.
Some Mexican legislators are threatening a boycott against Texas products if Perry proceeds with
the execution of the two Mexicans. "We should not discard this possibility," said Deputy Tarciso
Navarrete, a member of Fox's center-right Partido Accion Nacional (PAN). Deputy Erick Ramirez
Villanueva of the center-left Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (PRD) also called on the Perry
administration to comply with the ICJ ruling. "The US is always zealous in its push for international
law to be applied in other countries but always resists when the law applies to that country," said
Ramirez Villanueva, the speaker of the lower house.
Authorities in Oklahoma said they were studying the ICJ ruling but said the execution of Torres
Aguilera was not imminent. "We are not at the point we would be seeking an execution date
anyway. We're not that far along in the process," said Jennifer Miller, chief of the Oklahoma
attorney general's criminal-appeals division. (Sources: Los Angeles Times, 01/22/03; Associated
Press, 01/14/03, 01/20/03, 02/05/03; Agencia de noticias Proceso, 02/03/03, 02/05/03; Spanish news
service EFE, 02/05/03; The Washington Post, 01/10/03, 02/06/03; Reforma, 01/10/03, 01/21/03,
02/05/03, 02/06/03; Reuters, 01/21/03, 02/03/03, 02/05/03, 02/06/03; The New York Times, 01/22/03,
02/06/03; La Cronica de Hoy, 01/27/03, 01/31/03, 02/06/03; Notimex, 02/05/03, 02/06/03; The Dallas
Morning News, Inter Press Service, 02/06/03; Milenio Diario, 01/21/03, 01/30/03, 01/31/03, 02/06/03,
02/07/03; La Jornada, 01/29/03, 02/07/03; El Universal, 02/05-07/03)
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